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Certain fundamental facts touching our theme have thus far 
emerged from the critical study. The impossibility of resting 
either in some final "revealed" form of doctrine or in some strictly 
logical deduction, expresses the net negative result. No "authority" 
method and no dead-lift of thought can establish permanent 
confidence in humanity's great optimistic estimate of life. The 
Christian hope arises from within and not from without. On the 
positive side the doctrine is seen to grow out of some distinct type 
of life and experience which generates, nourishes, and guides to its 
noblest development this ineradicable belief in a larger life. The 
doctrine — its essential form and its rational validity — is conditioned 
by the background of life from which it springs. Its strength is 
relative to the strength with which we accept that type of life. 
The doctrine comes back to our acceptance of the supremacy of 
the spiritual to be measured. Spiritual life is the form of reality 
which sustains the belief in immortality. Jesus, the completest 
Exemplar of spiritual reality, is the "Author and Finisher of our 
faith" in a practical sense, and its rational justifier as well. 

If, however, by doctrine we mean some eschatological account, 
some program of "last things," there is no such Christian doctrine. 
Whether these alleged Christian eschatologies are based upon 
Jesus' words or Paul's or upon any other apocalyptic ideal, they 
have no authoritative significance for the mind which is controlled 
by the progressive element in religious interpretation. These 
things inevitably reflect certain scientific and philosophic ideals 
belonging to their age; for the essentially Christian doctrine we 
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must examine the abiding elements common to many historic 
interpretations. 1 

The Christian doctrine of a future life for us is the inevitable 
implication of the spiritual ideal which Jesus exemplified. The 
authority and validity of the doctrine is the authority and validity 
of that ideal itself. Jesus' teaching on the subject was chiefly 
in the nature of the compelling implications of his life. 8 And our 
doctrine likewise is an implication which we trust as we trust life 
itself. Thus though the teachings of Jesus, like our own beliefs, 
come back to life for their ultimate verification and testing, he 
is still our guide and practical authority in this faith that lays 
hold of the unseen as eternal. Our mode of conceiving that 
authority as absolute and external has indeed received modification. 
The modern theologian cites Jesus as authority and trusts his 
spiritual message just as do the traditional theologians: only the 
former cites him as speaking from within the same round of spiritual 
realities as we ourselves have access to — and not from without. 
That surplusage over human experience which theorists have 
isolated as "divinity," and in which they locate Jesus' "authority," 
seems to many of us gratuitous. We may thus characterize the 
consciousness of Jesus and that of all spiritual personality as com- 
mensurate and harmonious, though not all lived on the same level 
of achievement. 

The question, What is the Christian Doctrine of a Future Life ? 
conducts us back then to the prior question, What is Christianity? 3 
The interpretation of the belief , like the belief itself, is conditioned 
by the form of life out of which it rises. The constitutive elements 
of that complex life are the soil, climate and seed from which the 

1 The historic forms of the Christian faith in immortality, as well as the pre- 
Christian evolution, may be studied to advantage in W. A. Brown's recent hand-book, 
The Christian Hope (New York, 1912). 

2 Professor Scott's interpretation of Jesus seems to be built upon this view; cf. 
Biblical World, August, 1911, p. 103: "The proihise of immortality which he 
bequeathed to men is not so much a matter of definite statement as of the larger 
implications of his religious teaching viewed as a whole." 

3 Readers in this field are familiar with the great body of literature awakened by 
the problem, "What is Christianity?" The difficulties involved in a concrete solu- 
tion are apparent. We deal here in our discussion with certain marks of Christianity, 
seldom questioned. 
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ideal of the life everlasting springs and flourishes. What are the 
constitutive elements of that type of spiritual life which we differ- 
entiate as Christian ? We can only essay here to characterize the 
cardinal points of emphasis in the Christian development of 
spiritual reality, and show that the implications of each and all 
are the driving motives of the affirmation of immortality which 
has always been an aspect and potent force of vital Christianity. 
For though we can prescribe no pattern for the Christian faith, 
we must always be trying to grasp its spiritual ideal in terms of its 
elements. 

Among the characteristic ideals which have identified the spirit 
of the historic church with its Founder we may cite the following 
as dominant — pillars upon which the Christian life rests: (1) 
the sense of the reality of the living God as the primary fact of 
life; (2) the recognition of intelligence and love as in control of the 
world and life, conducting all in harmony with a sovereign pur- 
pose; (3) the frank enthronement of personality and its values as 
the supreme worth of life; (4) the recognition of righteousness 
as the essential bond with the divine, and the moralization of life 
as the path to religious reality; (5) the experience of communion 
with God as an inner moral achievement. 

1. The Christian doctrine of a future life is first of all implicit 
in the primary tenet of the Christian faith — the affirmation of God 
as a living Reality. As an intellectual conception, this religious 
ideal is not indeed unique. As an absolutely regnant ideal control- 
ling in every district of life, the consciousness of Jesus furnishes us 
the unique example. The sense of the divine reality has been 
very vivid in much religious consciousness. "God-controlled," 
"God-intoxicated," and the like are the terms in which we express 
this fact. Jesus' supremacy among those who have lived con- 
trolled by this immediate awareness of God is expressed in our 
familiar Christian doctrine of the incarnation. "God was in 
Christ" expresses the catholic verdict that Jesus was controlled by 
this God-consciousness. To be sure, intellectual dogmas and 
imperfectly spiritualized religious conceptions have characterized 
much of the history of the church as it has followed the leader- 
ship of Jesus. Nevertheless every Christian development of power 
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has been characterized, however imperfectly, by the sense of the 
living God. This has been the very heart, the living passion of 
conquering Christianity. And where the vision of the divine has 
flamed into fulness of reality, the conviction of immortality has 
attained triumphant form. When the vision has waned, men 
have fallen back upon elaborate intellectual defenses which betray 
the presence of skepticism. The doctrine is a heart-value, rather 
than a value of the intellect; hence the failure of some scientific 
interpretations to grasp its force and meaning. The sense of the 
eternal in life outweighing and mastering the temporal concerns 
has been a marked characteristic of the great periods of religious 
history, a distinctive thing in the history of the church. And the 
strength of the belief in "the life everlasting" has always mounted 
in such periods; and the belief, in turn, has nourished and sus- 
tained the life out of which it grew. 

The Christian doctrine of a future life is a form of faith which 
grows out of this form of consciousness in which Jesus is our supreme 
Exemplar — the sense of the living God in life. The affirmation of 
immortality is implicit in this form of faith; i.e., the unfolding of 
life in the forms of this faith results in the confident assurance that 
the spiritual realities of life are not threatened by death. God 
conceived as living Reality is not the God of the dead, but of the 
living. 

2. The Christian doctrine of a future life is likewise an implica- 
tion of the recognition that intelligence and love are the essential 
nature of God, controlling the life of the world in the interests of a 
sovereign purpose. "The earth is the Lord's, and the fulness 
thereof" is the Hebrew form of the conviction which Jesus "ful- 
filled" with a spiritual completeness which lifts it up as a "master 
light" of our faith. He seems to enthrone and incarnate a belief 
which the Hebrew partially assimilated. The amazing con- 
sistency and confidence with which Jesus made the "Father in 
Heaven" the center of all reality both for conduct and teaching is 
a unique phenomenon in religious history. His unclouded faith 
in the invisible Father controlling all the outworking laws and 
details of life, and the immediacy of this divine fact for him — 
these constitute a component note in the harmony of his life, and 
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hence a keynote for all those who "follow" him. The spiritual 
realities of life center for him in no abstract goodness and love 
but they all flow out of and conduct up to the supreme concrete 
fact — the living God whose nature is holiness and love. Concrete 
life is irradiated with God, is indeed a kingdom of God to the 
extent that God's purpose prevails. This spiritual grasp of the 
unity of the life of the world and the setting forth of that unity 
as the "kingdom of God" is an immediate inference or corollary 
of the spiritual vision of the living God. The world's life is an 
expression of the divine which is so real to him. The living God 
involves a living world for him. There is no hiatus of a natural 
and a supernatural with which later thinkers confuse us. But 
God is the great fact in the concrete life that we know. If the 
living God is the supreme reality, all concrete spiritual realities 
must crystallize into a unity expressing his immediacy and char- 
acter and purpose. In other words, he views all life from the 
center of God's meaning and control, and he calls life thus viewed 
the kingdom of God. The "blessedness" to which he calls men is 
the simple recognition of the world as God's — all of it. It is the 
voluntary enthronement of righteousness and love as the law of 
life, the supreme principle of unity — the will of God — in the 
service of which all other realities must be employed. All life 
must be moralized from the center outward. The kingdom of 
God in the ultimate sense is this timeless morality-centered uni- 
verse where the wills of men are in harmony with the will of God 
and where the human children are like the divine Father in char- 
acter and service. "Life " — his great word — is life thus conditioned, 
seen in this majestic setting. 

The ability to thus affirm the reality of God in terms of the life 
which environs us is again a characteristic of those who follow 
Jesus most closely. Not the abstract affirmation of the divine 
reality nor yet the theoretic confidence in a deistically gov- 
erned world is characteristically Christian. But the vision of 
the world's life expressing God, revealing God, incarnating the 
divine purpose and power and goodness and love — this is the 
Christian view of the world. This seems to be the deepest mean- 
ing in the fulfilled "kingdom of God." The artificialities of many 
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theological schemes setting forth the mutual exclusiveness of the 
"world" and the "kingdom" has never completely obscured the 
vision of life and the world as God's. 

Now to one who thus interprets life as alive with God, the impli- 
cation of immortality lies at hand. God's purpose binding the 
whole together is a pledge that the values which the world serves 
are as eternal as God himself. To one whose life is united with 
this spiritual goal of endeavor the kingdom of God is an earnest 
that no form of death can defeat the outworking purposes of love. 
Christian activity has a permanent meaning and a permanent worth. 
Temporal defeat and failures must have a triumphant outcome 
somewhere in the universe of God's love and wisdom. The king- 
dom of God is timeless — a kingdom of imperishable values: it is 
not conceivable that one of God's little ones should perish in a 
world which exists to sustain this very value. 

3. The Christian belief in a future life arises out of the exalta- 
tion of the higher personal values which is characteristic of the 
Christian religion. The individual in social relations is the spirit- 
ual ideal that dominates all normal developments of Christianity. 
The "soul" and "service "are the focal points of Jesus' teaching. 
The individual and society are the reciprocal aspects of the Chris- 
tian gospel that has uplifted humanity. 

The passion to serve and save men which has been a consistent 
aspect of Christian history finds its complete incarnation in 
Jesus who came to seek and to save the "lost." The yearning, 
longing note is always an aspect of the spirit of Christianity. 
Waste of personal values is the great sin. The defeat of moral 
growth is the ominous world-problem. The development and 
self-achievement and conservation of the highest personal values — 
this is the emphasis, explicit or implicit, in all that is distinctively 
Christian. Character and service are the ultimates of spiritual 
life. And these things are not to be regarded as intellectual 
abstractions, but as expressions of living, acting personality. The 
individual person is the great value in the human universe : but the 
individual we know only in social relations with other individuals. 
The conservation — salvation — of this value is the end of Chris- 
tian effort, and all other forms of existence serve this end. 
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Now an inescapable implication of such a scheme of values is 
the abiding nature of the end we seek. Spiritual realities are per- 
manent; they do not pass away with the forms of life which serve 
their achievement. The strength of the conviction is not in a 
syllogistic formulation, but rather in the instinctive trust in the 
highest ends we seek, and the perceived folly of allowing that 
spiritual values can "pass away." It sheds no light upon the 
mystery of death, but it enthrones a mood which absolutely 
trusts life and its laws. And life means mind and moral con- 
sciousness in the unpicturable relations which experience presents. 
The individual and society are moral ultimates in terms of which 
the future must be prefigured. 

4. The Christian doctrine of a future life is an implication of the 
ethical quality of all true religion. The recognition of righteous- 
ness as the essential bond with the divine, and the moralization 
of life as the path to religious reality is an essential Christian 
emphasis. Christianity developed from a race which enthroned 
the moral ideal with singular fidelity. The Hebrew race was not 
more marked in its monotheistic world-view than in the moral 
vision in which it saw the one God. "Thy throne Lord is forever 
and ever; a scepter of righteousness is the scepter of thy kingdom." 
Jesus "fulfilled" this lofty vision of God who is known in righteous- 
ness. The essential quality of the religion that follows Jesus is 
ethical. The vision of God, the power of God, all of the higher 
spiritual aspects of life that bind men to men and men to God move 
in ethical terms . Spiritual knowledge is ethically achieved ; spiritual 
power is ethically conditioned. This inner response of the soul 
which is the mark of the moral quality is likewise the mark of 
the Christian religion. 

The recognition of morality as the essential quality of religion 
comes as a sort of original discovery for successive ages; but only 
as religion has proceeded from the moral passion has it been a 
virile, living thing. Our own age is stirring with a sense of the 
need of hitching the potencies of religion to moral problems; 
and discovering at the same time in moral effort the path to the 
eternal. The act in which a soul faces moral issues and in which it 
faces God is one act. 4 

« Cf. Luke 10:27, 2 8. 
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Now the essential divinity of the life that experiences and 
exemplifies moral reality is a form of self-realization that conducts 
to the consciousness of immortality. The Christian doctrine of a 
future life has a tap-root here. The ethical life of the race is the 
climate in which all convincing optimism flourishes. It is the 
setting — background, foreground, and sky — in which the God- 
inspired life pictures all the unfolding realities of life. And when 
the moral consciousness brings the vision of the timeless as the 
essence of the divine, we have a form of belief not amenable to 
logic. It is the Christian form of recognition that we share in the 
divine and hence are deathless. But the Christian doctrine of the 
divinity of human life has a wholly moral root and not a magic 
nor miraculous root as in pagan doctrines. 

5. It is not so much a new step in the analysis, but rather a 
gathering-up of the points already summarized when we add that 
in the consciousness of sonship to God, which is the best form of 
Christian experience, we find the moral and vital certainty con- 
cerning the future. We are lifted out of the realm of inference into 
that of present realization. The experience of immortality trans- 
cends every other aspect of the problem for the one who is 
conscious of childhood to God, and who lives in terms of realities for 
which physical death has no terrors. This seems to have been the 
form of Jesus' fellowship with the Father, and disciples innumerable 
have followed Him into this experience of spiritual relations where 
fulness of life and trust have precluded all skepticism. This com- 
pleteness of present peace in believing is immune to the unbelief 
suggested by physical death. Life in the full sense is the sole and 
complete answer to death. The affirmation of abundant, opti- 
mistic life takes the form of such an immediate sense of spiritual 
and eternal realities that physical death and the arguments based 
upon it are viewed as insignificant incidents. Jesus' character- 
istic emphasis was this optimistic emphasis upon "Life" as the 
supreme Good: and out of the same spiritual depths Christianity 
speaks with unfailing confidence. The deathless life of fellowship 
with God is thus an achievement of moral experience. Immortality 
is a present fact rather than a future hope. "This is life eternal 
that they should know thee" (Jno. 17:3). The affirmation of the 
true nature of immortality as spiritual union with the divine 
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Father of life seems to be the profound import of this passage. 
Spiritual experience in its highest reaches tends to verify this 
utterance in which we think we read the consciousness of Jesus. 

The Christian doctrine of a future life then grows out of the 
Christian spirit and attitude toward the world as a flower grows 
from a seed and unfolds into a law-controlled type. "Men do not 
reap grapes from thorns nor figs from thistles." The spiritual 
universe has its laws that bind it into a consistent unity. It is not 
a matter of caprice or chance that the great Christian hope has 
attained its most beautiful and luxuriant growth in the Christian 
soil and atmosphere. Not superstition, but reason accounts for the 
strength of the confidence with which the Christian steadfastly trusts 
the invisible and commits himself and his best loved treasures to the 
unseen, well knowing that the laws of creation express a "faithful 
Creator." Christianity is impelled by the laws of life to affirm 
spiritual immortality. The Christian hope is a reasonable hope. 

Thus we have sketched in outline the world-view implicit 
in Jesus' attitude toward life. We have tried to catch the con- 
stituent elements of his controlling ideal and spirit. For these 
seem to be the real determinatives of the doctrines that controlled 
him and that have controlled the church established in his name. 
A "Christian doctrine" always designates such a form of belief 
or such an account of truth as is produced in a spirit-filled, Christ- 
controlled life. That is Christian which is produced by the spirit 
of Christ. Hence we have sought to make explicit the content of 
that spirit, thus showing the source and hence the test-principle 
of Christian doctrine. 

The Christian doctrine of a future life has for its core and center 
the affirmation of the permanence of the spiritual order and of the 
ultimacy of moral laws as expressing the nature of the spiritual. 
The spiritual universe can be trusted and all spiritual achievement is 
secure. In a changing world we may build upon a spiritual founda- 
tion that abideth forever. In an illusory world we may absolutely 
trust moral laws for they are never abrogated. The world is moral 
at its roots. The ethical is the true nature of things. 

This is equivalent to affirming the indestructible nature of all 
our spiritual values and the indissoluble nature of all our ethical 
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ties. Goodness and love and courage and the spirit of service — 
we cannot believe that these can perish in a spiritual world. The 
forms of our social life may well be changed, developing into 
metamorphosed types of new beauty and efficiency. But char- 
acter and love and service — these are ultimates in our spiritual 
world. They will survive in any spiritual world that is continuous 
with the life we know. And since character and love are not 
abstract ideals but concrete facts — expressions of personality — 
their continuance points to the persistence of personal identity 
and the indestructible nature of social relations. 

The Christian doctrine of a future life — as Christian — cannot 
further trace the development of our fulfilled moral realities into 
the unseen, and commend its teaching for acceptance. The doc- 
trine is Christian if it arises out of such a spirit as controlled Jesus' 
life. We have attended to this problem and tried to show its 
rationale. Of course doctrines of a future life proceeding from the 
common impulse will receive further determination at the hands of 
individual theorists, reflecting social and ethnic developments. 
For the spirit and ideal of Jesus as life and power, wherever it 
works out in the forms of the world's life, is Christian. But this 
fact does not commit us to the acceptance of any eschatological 
description. "Eye hath not seen nor ear heard nor hath it entered 
into the heart of man the things that God hath prepared for them 
that love him." Spiritual confidence is secure, but we must trust the 
infinite wisdom and goodness to determine the form of the future. 

To be sure, thought and imagination will make apocalyptic 
visions of the future, but these are no essential part of the "Chris- 
tian doctrine." Eschatologies, future "states," judgments, pun- 
ishments, rewards, heavens and hells — neither revelation nor 
speculation can justify dogmatic teaching concerning these things. 
They express only the forms in which we construe moral realities 
for the future in terms of limitations that hold us here. 

The encouragement and rational justification of the optimistic 
faith that arises out of holy living is of greater service to life than 
the enforcement of a dogma from any source. The universal 
creed is as noble in its restraint as in its confidence — "I believe 
in the life everlasting." It is a belief sublime enough to lift life 
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to its noblest heights, to sustain it in all its crucial experiences, 
and to keep it triumphant in the face of death. Religious living 
under the guidance of the spirit of Jesus buttresses life with 
the conviction that spiritual reality is eternal. Historically, the 
hope of immortality has been a tremendous spiritual dynamic. 
The permanence of the things that are worth while justifies high- 
est endeavor and achievement. But we have no apocalypse of a 
future to keep us idly brooding. The present mastery of life is the 
effectual answer to death: and Jesus Christ has incarnated that 
answer. He is the resurrection and the life. He died a physical 
death, and yet he is the living Lord of the church. "He that 
believeth on me shall never die." This is the moral law of Chris- 
tian faith, not a pagan fiat of deification. 

At the risk of appearing repetitious, we beg to guard once 
more against a common superficial impression, by recalling certain 
principles offered in an earlier discussion. For those who accept 
this account of our Christian belief in a future life, the popular 
modes of argumentation and the familiar logical "proofs" are seen 
in their futility. These arguments do not move in the realm of 
spiritual reality, and the thing "proven" seldom touches the 
matter of personal certainty. This confidence grows only out of 
life — out of what we are, out of the relationships that constitute life 
now. The material out of which the ultimate, invincible argument 
is constructed eludes the subtle generalizations of the logical reason. 
It grows — a confident, optimistic, irrefutable argument in the 
souls of men and women who enter into life bravely, purely, and 
earnestly, under the guidance of the spirit of Jesus Christ, in whose 
face we see the glory of God. It is thus, and to such lives, that 
Jesus Christ brings immortality to light, by making plain the impli- 
cations of the highest forms of reality and truth that we know. 
"I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that he is able to 
keep that which I have committed unto him against that day." 
The argument is personal and persuasive, reflecting a profound 
experience. It is accessible to all those who, like the great apostle, 
enthrone the things of the spirit and "follow" Jesus until they are 
led into the moral realization that he is the Son of God and the 
Father's voice speaks through him. 



